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Overview
UNEP's Wider Caribbean region includes 28 island and continental countries. It encompasses both tropical and sub-tropical ecosystems, from coral reefs to mangrove forests to sea-grass beds, each with its unique wildlife. Protecting these habitats demands that coastal economies be sustainable, allowing growth while protecting the region's natural resources.
In 1976 UNEP was urged to launch the Caribbean Environment Programme (CEP), an unparalleled joint endeavour, which embraces the region's diversity in its efforts to advance economic prosperity and environmental health. Laying the groundwork for the CEP, the governments identified a number of pressing issues: land-based sources of municipal, industrial and agricultural wastes and run-off (which account for as much as 90% of all marine pollution); over-exploitation of resources such as fish, molluscs and crustaceans; increasing urbanization and coastal development as populations and economies expand; unsustainable agricultural and forestry practices (many say Central America's forest are disappearing faster than anywhere else in the world); and a profound need to strengthen government and institutional capacity to address environmental problems.
In 1981 the Caribbean Action Plan was adopted at the First Intergovernmental Meeting held in Montego Bay, Jamaica. Twenty-two States in the Caribbean adopted the Action Plan for the Caribbean Environment Programme. The Wider Caribbean Region comprises the insular and coastal States and Territories with coasts on the Caribbean Sea and Gulf of Mexico as well as waters of the Atlantic Ocean adjacent to these States and Territories. The Plan outlines programmes of assistance, institutional strengthening, and technical co-operation, and in 1983 led to the adoption of a legal framework -the Convention for the Protection and Development of the Marine Environment of the Wider Caribbean Region (Cartagena Convention) . This entered into force on 11 October 1986 and is facilitated by the Regional Coordinating Unit (CAR/RCU). Three protocols on oil spills, specially protected areas and wildlife, and pollution from land-based sources and activities supplement the Convention. Today the activities of the CEP focus mainly on i mplementation of the protocols, on information management and exchange, and on environmental education and training.
Work is also under way to reduce polluted run-off to the Caribbean Sea through workshops, production of guidelines and integrated management plans, control of sewage, and adoption of national contingency plans for marine emergencies. The region's network of parks and protected areas is continually being strengthened, and a small grants fund is providing assistance to marine protected areas.
Key Dates
1968
Intergovernmental Conference for Rational Use and Conservation of the Biosphere (UNESCO) was held. This provided a forum for early discussion of the concept of ecologically sustainable development. In addition, the United Nations General Assembly authorized the Human Environment Conference to be held in 1972.
1972
The United Nations Conference on the Human Environment was held in Stockholm under the leadership of Mr Maurice Strong. This led to the formation of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).
1974
UNEP initiated the Regional Seas Programme, an action-oriented programme for the control of marine pollution and protection and management of the marine and coastal environment.
1976
This year UNEP was urged to launch a Regional Programme for the Wider Caribbean Region and the Caribbean Environment Programme (CEP).
1979
A draft Action Plan for the Caribbean Environment Programme was prepared.
1981
The Caribbean Action Plan was adopted at the First Intergovernmental meeting held in Montego Bay, Jamaica. Twenty-two States in the Caribbean adopted the Action Plan for the Caribbean Environment Programme, covering the insular and coastal States and Territories with coasts on the Caribbean Sea and Gulf of Mexico as well as waters of the Atlantic Ocean adjacent to these States and Territories.
1983
The Second Intergovernmental meeting took place in Cartagena, Colombia. At this meeting, the legal framework for CEP was adopted: The Convention for the Protection and Development of the Marine Environment of the Wider Caribbean Region (Cartagena Convention) was approved and the Protocol concerning Co-operation in Combating Oil Spills in the Wider Caribbean Region was added to the Convention (Oil Spills Protocol).
1986
The Cartagena Convention and the Oil Spills Protocol entered into force. The Caribbean Environment Programme was facilitated by the Regional Coordinating Unit (CAR/RCU) located in Kingston, Jamaica. The CAR/RCU continues to serve as Secretariat for CEP and the Cartagena Convention. CAR/RCU is under the administration of the UNEP Headquarters in Nairobi (UNON).
1990
The Specially Protected Areas and Wildlife (SPAW) Protocol was adopted.
1999
The Land-Based Sources of Marine Pollution (LBS) Protocol was adopted.
2000
The Specially Protected Areas and Wildlife (SPAW) Protocol entered into force. (Stanley, 2003) 
Geographic and General Information
Oceanographic Information
The region has a continuous flow of water through the area from east to west in the Caribbean Sea, followed by a movement from the south-east to north-east in the Yucatan Basin and finally in the Gulf of Mexico, a strong flow to the east again through the Straits of Florida, after an anticyclonic movement of most of this water is in the western area of the Gulf (UNEP, 1984) . Because most of the marine plants and ani mals in the Caribbean have a planktonic larval phase lasting from several weeks to more than a year and the propagules are carried long distances by the east-west current, the homogeneity of the species associations is striking in these waters (Stanley, 2003) . The surface temperature in the tropical parts of the region has an average value of about 27ºC and does not vary considerably throughout the year (UNEP, 1984) . The holds true for the southern most part of the Gulf of Mexico. However, its northern part shows extreme seasonal changes in temperature from 16ºC in winter to 28ºC in summer, so that during winter months there is a latitudinal gradient (UNEP, 1984) . There is a distinct seasonal variation in salinity of the Caribbean. The high salinities between January and May (maximum 36.5‰) are regularly followed by lower salinities between June and December (minimal 34.5 ‰) (UNEP, 1984).
Coastal Geography and Geology
The Wider Caribbean is a semi-enclosed body of water consisting of several deep basins separarted by major sills (UNEP, 1984) . The deepest point, 7,100m is the Cayman Trench and the average depth is approximately 2,200 m (UNEP, 1984). The Caribbean is characterised by high biological productivity along the coasts (providing rich feeding grounds for fish near coral reefs, sea-grass beds and mangroves), but low productivity in the deep ocean regions. It includes both tropical and subtropical waters, with Cape Hatteras forming the northern limit of tropical fauna. Most island and mainland coastlines drop precipitously to depths of 2,000 metres within a few kilometres of shore, although there are substantial shallow water areas in Belize, Cuba, and most notably in The Bahamas. Thus, the total area of coastal waters (shallow water less than 200 metres deep) on which humans are most dependent for food and the zone most susceptible to human influence is relatively small. There is little mixing between the warm surface water and the deeper cold waters (Stanley, 2003) .
The northern boundary of the Caribbean plate is aligned east-west, essentially parallel with the direction of movement of the plate, creating the Cayman Trough in the northwest and a zone of folding and thrust faulting to the northeast at Hispaniola. Stresses along the northern plate boundary have caused uplift in many of the islands and subsidence in some areas, resulting in exposure of marine limestones, reefs and terraces on land in many areas. The eastern boundary of the Caribbean plate is a subduction zone that creates an accretionary sedi ment pile. The island of Barbados, for instance, is a ridge of deformed sediment extending above the sea surface. The Lesser Antilles, formed by subduction activity from the collision of the Caribbean and Atlantic plates, are volcanic islands, some on coral platforms and others with high, volcanic mountains (Stanley, 2003) .
Ecosystem Diversity
The marine seascape of the Caribbean supports a complex interaction of three distinct ecosystems: coral reefs, mangrove stands, and sea-grass beds. It is commonly accepted that the tropics are much richer in diversity of species than colder regions (UNEP, 1984). However, certain factors limit the offshore ecology of the offshore seas. Firstly the Caribbean region lacks an extensive, shallow continental shelf. Secondly, water temperatures do not fluctuate over a wide range so there is a relatively stable thermocline, which indicates lack of mixing of surface and deep waters. The result is a restricted nutrient supply which is reflected in the limited fishery in offshore areas (UNEP, 1984) 
Coral
Coral reef faunas are the most diverse in the world in terms of higher taxonomic variety, built by corals and algae they support a variety of sponges, sea whips, sea anemones, worms, tube worms, shrimps, crabs, lobsters, snails, clams, starfish, brittle-stars, feather-stars, sea urchins, sea cucumbers and fish. About 14 per cent of the area of the world's coral reefs are found in the region (Stanley, 2003) . Fringing and patch reefs are the most common around islands, on the side facing the prevailing winds. Of note are the long barrier reef system off Belize (approximately 220 km) and the Andros barrier reef (approximately 176 km) in The Bahamas (UNEP, 1984; Sonjah Stanley, 2003) . Bank or bank-barrier reefs are moderately common (Stanley, 2003) . Atoll-like structures are found in Belize, The Bahamas, and Colombian waters. Small atoll-like reefs, more commonly known as basin or cup reefs, are found in Puerto Rico, Bermuda, and off the coast of Mexico (Stanley, 2003) .
Mangrove Forests
In the Wider Caribbean mangroves are found on almost every coastline, although there are wide variations in mangrove coverage depending on the geographic characteristics of each island or continental area. Low-relief coastal plains with ample freshwater inflows foster the most complex and largest forests. The most impressive forests are found along the coasts of Central and South America and the Greater Antilles, which have extensive river systems. In the Eastern Caribbean, steep shorelines, limited freshwater runoff of low dry islands, and exposure of a large portion of the shorelines to powerful waves impose li mits on mangrove development. Of the true mangrove species occurring in the Wider Caribbean, red (Rhizophora mangle), black (Avicennia germinans) and white (Laguncularia racemosa) mangroves are the most widely distributed (Stanley, 2003) . Depending on the environment where they develop, mangroves can grow into trees taller than 40 m (such as those in the estuary of the Rio San Juan in Venezuela) or can remain scrubby growth of only 1-2 metres in marginal environments. Several proposed reserves in Martinique, Antigua and Barbuda feature some of the largest unspoiled mangrove stands in the eastern Caribbean (Stanley, 2003) . Of the largest islands, Cuba has the largest mangrove coverage, estimated at 4,000 km2, with trees reaching 25 m in height. Along the coasts of Belize and Guatemala, mangroves, sea-grasses and coral reefs are intimately linked in what is considered the largest continuous reef in the Caribbean (Stanley, 2003) .
Seagrass Beds
Both mangroves and sea-grasses show similar distribution patterns as related to generic richness, with the Caribbean being one of the areas of greatest diversity. In the Greater Caribbean, sea-grass meadows are usually composed of turtlegrass (Thalassia testudinum) which is the dominant species. They are coated with numerous epiphytes, both microscopic and macroscopic and are interspersed with other sea-grasses such as Halodule wrightii and Syringodium filaforme and major benthically rooted algae like Halimeda, Penicillus, Udotea, Rhipocephalus, and Caulerpa (Stanley, 2003) . The sea-grass beds stabilize bottom sedi ments that could otherwise damage corals. They contribute to the retardation of coastal erosion and provide grazing for sea turtles, manatees, fish and invertebrates (Stanley, 2003) .
Other Ecosystems
Coastal lagoons are an important mainland feature in the Wider Caribbean region. Common to many islands are salinas, or shallow tidal ponds. Both systems protect reefs by trapping sedi ments, serve as nursery areas for fish, and provide wetland habitats for birds, crocodiles and manatees (Stanley, 2003) .
Species Diversity
Invertebrates
A wide range of invertebrates are found in the region including jellies, lamp shells, sponges, molluscs and crustaceans, chordates, sponges, echinoderms, arthropods, coelenterates, and bryozoans.
Fish
The Caribbean supports a diverse range of fish species from tropical coastal species to pelagic and benthic species. Reefs play a major role in supporting the artisanal fisheries of many island and mainland states in the region. The main fisheries throughout the region are of small pelagics (menhaden, flyingfish, mackerel), large pelagics (tuna, billfish and shark), reef fish (snapper and grouper), coastal demersal fish (drum, weakfish, croaker), crustaceans (shrimp, lobster, crab) and molluscs (oyster, scallop, and conch). Under-utilized resources include cephalopods (squid and octopus), small pelagics, deepwater shrimp, and deepwater snapper.
Reptiles
Turtle species found in the region include the green, hawksbill, Kemp's and olive Ridley, leatherback, Central American River and loggerhead. The largest turtle nesting areas are in Surinam, but occur all over the region. Crocodiles, including the Spectacled Caiman, Brown Caiman and the American Crocodile, are found in the region. Many island wetlands housebreeding populations. There are also several species of iguanas in the region. Rock Iguanas found include Allen's Cay, Andros Rock, Bertsch's Rock, Crooked/Acklins, San Salvador, Central Exuma and White Cay Iguanas.
Birds
Various species of waders and seabirds make their home in the Wider Caribbean region. One species of shearwater, two of petrels, two tropic birds, one pelican, one frigate, three boobies, eight terns, one gull, numerous egrets, herons and flamingos, and many species of migratory waders (shore birds).
Mammals
The West Indian Monk Seal used to breed on Jamaican offshore cays throughout the Caribbean. The last sighting of this extinct species was in Jamaican waters. The West Indian Manatee is at home in wetlands and shallow seas primarily in the Greater Antilles and coastal areas of the continents (Stanley, 2003) . Sperm whales (mother and calf groups) have been sighted in Dominica, St. Vincent and Grenada, however, more research needs to be done to confirm that these are in fact the sa me ani mals. According to IFAW research, they are in the region all year round. Humpbacks, orcas, bryde's, pilots and dolphins, such as spotted, spinners, bottlenose, Risso's, and Frasers and also some beaked whales, false and pygmy filler whales and pygmy sperm whales have also been sighted.
Bahamas
Total population: 300,000 ( (Stanley, 2003) Existing MPAs that Require Management Support
• Barbados Marine Reserve http://www.deh.gov.au/coasts/ mpa/nrsmpa/global/volume2/chapter7.html. 
Belize
Caribbean Environment Programme
The activities of the CEP focus mainly on implementation of the protocols, on environmental information management and exchange and on environmental education and training.
To date, the CEP's mission of promoting regional cooperation for the protection and development of the marine environment of the Wider Caribbean Region has met with some success. There is still a long way to go towards achieving this vision but efforts must continue in strengthening the region's environmental laws, networks, scientific and technological capacity and public outreach. So far, the major achievements of the CEP have been the establishment of a regional institutional infrastructure and the conducting of scientific studies that will inform the institutional and regulatory changes at both the regional and national levels. The CEP's decision-making mechanisms are well established and they fulfill their task of providing authority and an ongoing review of the Action Plan. The adoption of long-term and short-term objectives has focused the Programme's work, and this work has resulted in increased attention to the marine environment by organizations at the national level.
Memorandum of Co-operation signed to date: Since its inception, the CEP has sought to work with partner organizations sharing similar issues of concern, which provides opportunities for cooperation and partnerships. 
Regional Activity Centres
Partners
Refer to Regional Seas Partnerships page on the main website.
Caribbean Environmental NGOs
The Caribbean Natural Resource Institute (CANARI) Trinidad & Tobago, promotes participatory natural resource management in the Caribbean.
Caribbean Conservation Association (Barbados) an NGO focused on the conservation, protection and wise use of the region's natural and cultural resources.
Island Resources Foundation (St. Thomas) is dedicated to solving the environmental problems of development in s mall tropical islands.
Caribbean Environmental Health Institute (CEHI) addresses, in an organised manner, the environmental health concerns of people of the English-speaking Caribbean.
Caribbean Conservation Association (CCA) facilitates the development & implementation of policies, programmes & practices, which contribute to the sustainable management of the region's natural & cultural resources.
BirdLife International is working to improve the quality of life for birds, for other wildlife (biodiversity), and for people.
Caribbean Tourism Organization (CTO) main objective is the development of sustainable tourism for the economic and social benefit of Caribbean people.
Earth College ICRAN-MAR Project is a collaborative effort working to halt and reverse the decline in health of the coral reefs along the eastern coasts of Mexico, Belize, Guate mala and Honduras.
Jamaica Environment Trust (JET) main focus is environmental education and advocacy. We believe awareness of and concern about environmental issues are critical building blocks of sustainable development.
Montego Bay Marine Park (MBMP) duties entail protecting and managing natural resources through scientific monitoring of the bay, interpretive enforcement of park regulations, and community outreach programmes
Negril Marine Park
The Nature Conservancy (TNC) mission is to preserve the plants, animals and natural communities that represent the diversity of life on Earth by protecting the lands and waters they need to survive.
The World Conservation Union (IUCN) mission is "to influence, encourage and assist societies throughout the world to conserve the integrity and diversity of nature and to ensure that any use of natural resources is equitable and ecologically sustainable".
Whales and Dolphin Conservation Society (WDCS) is dedicated to the conservation and welfare of all whales, dolphins and porpoises (also known as cetaceans).
